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The North West Linguistic Conference (NWLC) was created in 1984 to give 
linguists of the northwest coast an opportunity to meet and discuss their research. As 
early as 1987, a session was put aside for graduate students. Over the next few years, 
NWLC developed into a conference primarily for graduate students. Faculty members 
are accepted only on space availability. 
The lOth North West Linguistic Conference was held at the Burnaby campus of 
Simon Fraser University on February 19-20, 1994. 
The Organizing Committee was comprised of Nathalie Schapansky and Wayne 
Oliver of the Department of Linguistics at SFU. Both members of the Organizing 
Committee were responsible for all aspects of organizing the conference, including 
scheduling and promoting the conference, organizing the papers by topics into sessions, 
and producing the proceedings. 
Total participation in the conference numbered 50 students, faculty members and 
others. This includes authors, session chairs, organizors and visitors. The home 
universities included the University of British Columbia, the University of Victoria, the 
University of Washington at Seattle and Simon Fraser University. 
Twenty three papers were submitted: 2 from the University of Washington, 2 from 
the University of British Columbia, 7 from the University of Victoria, and 12 from 
Simon Fraser University. One paper from UVIC was withdrawn. This compares with 
previous years. For the 9th NWLC held at UBC February 19-20, 1993,+/- 4 papers 
from UWS were presented, +/-6 from UBC, +/-5 from UVIC, and 10 from SFU. For 
the 8th NWLC held at UWS April18-19 1992, 19 papers from UWS were presented, 0 
from UBC, 2 from UVIC and 3 from SFU. 
We wished to acknowledge the following graduate students from SFU who helped 
with the organization during the conference: Wei Li, Cliff Burgess, Trude Heift, Janine 
Toole, Peter Muntigl, Katerina Thorstrand and Zhong- Ying Lu. 
We also wish to thank Tanya Beaulieu, the Chair's secretary from the Department of 
Linguistics, for her help in preparing the conference. 
We would like to thank the authors who made this conference possible. We would 
like to thank them as well for their patience and support during the processing of the 
conference proceedings which saw some unexpected delay. Unfortunately, one paper is 
also missing. Thanks to Paul Hopkins for the history of the NWLC. 
Our thanks to the Dean of Graduate Studies from SFU who made available $100 for 
the conference. 
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SAUSSURE, SCillNCE AND STRUCTURALISM 
Karen Woodman 
(F. de Saussure) has given us the theoretical basis for a science of human speech (Bloomfield, 
cited in Godel, 1984:84). In a letter to one of his students, the Genevese linguist, Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857-1913), spoke of the necessity of having to "show the linguist what it is he does" 
(Godel, 1957). Much of the continued relevance of Saussure's writings can be attributed to his 
success in the goal of defining "the fundamental character of the object of study (i.e., language)" 
(Anderson, 1985: 1 8), which would lead to the development of "a science of language" (Godel, 
l984a) from the narrowly focussed field of Comparative and/or Historical Indo-European 
linguistics of the Junggrarnmatiker (the "Neogrammarians") (Koerner, 1973). Ironically, to acquire 
a proper appreciation of the impact of Ferdinand de Saussure's theory of language on the field of 
Linguistics, one is confronted with a classic Saussurean argument concerning the need for both 
"synchronic" (concurrent) and "diachronic" (historical) research: in order to understand the 
revolutionary impact of an idea, one must understand the extent to which the idea was unique. 
In this paper, an attempt will be made to investigate the probable influence of an extensive 
family tradition in science-based interdisciplinary reseach on the origins and development of 
Ferdinand de Saussure's "structuralism" - or, as will be suggested in the paper, his "scientization 
of linguistic study". "Scientization" refers to the imposition of the scientific paradigm (Kuhn, 1970) 
onto the study of language as the result of his conceptualization of the relational nature of language 
(of particular relevance to the idea of "distinctiveness" in phonology). 
Ferdinand de Saussure: A Biographical Sketch 
Everyone who is familiar with Saussure's work (would agree) by contrast with the biography 
of many other scientists and scholars, Saussure's curriculum vitae constitutes a problem in itself, 
especially since it is intrinsically connected with a true understanding of his work 
(Koerner, 1973: 20). 
Although today the label "structuralist/structuralism" - with it's strongly sociological 
connotation - appears to have become in many ways synonymous with "saussurean/ 
saussureanism" (Culler, 1976; Gadet, 1989; Hawkes, 1977; Mouin, 1968), it is interesting to note 
that perhaps the adjective most frequently used by his contemporaries to describe Saussure's work 
was "scientific" (Godel, 1957; Koerner, 1973; Kurylowicz, 1978; Redard, l978a & l978b). 
Saussure himself is known to have made use of this term, as well as scientific analogy, in his 
writings and in lectures (Godel, 1957 & l984a; Saussure, 1967a, l967b & l968a). Unfortunately, 
Saussure's original wording has not necessarily been maintained by his editors and/or translators 
(see Godel, 1957), resulting in much confusion and speculation - especially with respect to the 
readings given his most popular work, the Cours de linguistique generale. Given the profound 
nature of Saussure's influence in the development of the field of linguistics, the origins of the 
Saussurean theoretical framework which revolutionized linguistic study should be of interest to 
modern linguists. · 
Godel (l984a: 85) stated "(Saussure) certainly had as much respect for the bare facts as any 
scientist and his dearest wish was to cast the theory of language· into the rigid mold of a 
mathematical treatise". Accordingly, it will be proposed in the discussion which follows that 
considering Saussure's "unique" approach to the study of language in relation to his "curriculum 
vitae" - his early acat;lemic training in the "pure" sciences (such as chemistry, physics, 
mathematics, biology) and family tradition of scientific research - an explanation invoking the 
imposition (or transfer of) of the scientific paradigm to the study of language appears to account for 
aspects of his career frequently overlooked or ignored in the literature (including his earliest 
publications, and the strong parallelism in theoretical impact of the work of members, not 
duplicated by "outside influences"). 
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A Family of Scientists 
Mougin-Ferdinand de Saussure was born November 26, 1857 to an aristocratic Genevese 
family with a long history in the sciences. He was the eldest son of the Countess de Pourtales, and 
zoologist and entomologist Hemi de Saussure (1829-1905), the author .of a biology of Central 
America (Biologia centrali-americana). Both his great-grandfather Horace-Benedict de Saussure 
(1740- 99) and his maternal grandfather, Alexander-Joseph de Pourtales were also interested in the 
fields of science and/or linguistics: the former was a professor of philosophy and natural sciences 
at the Geneva Academy (later University), who "distinguished himself in the fields of physics and 
geology, botany and mineralogy" (Koerner, 1973); the latter, as described by his grandson (F. de 
S.), was "un amateur eminent de recherches ethnographiques et etymologique - sans methode, 
mais plein d'idees" (Saussure, 1960: 17). In addition, Ferdinand's uncle, Theodore de Saussure 
(1824-1903), published an "Etude sur la langue frangaise: De l'orthographie des noms propres et 
des noms etrangers introduits dans la langue". Two of Saussure's three brothers - Leopold (1866-
1925) and Rene (186 8-1943) - also appear to have engaged to varying degrees in scientific and/or 
linguistic research. In fact, if one were to focus mi. Ferdinand de Saussure's "specific claim to 
fame" (structuralism), perhaps one of the most interesting of his immediate family would be his 
youngest brother, Rene. Demonstrating a precocity similar to Ferdinand himself, Rene produced a 
paper entitled "Theorie des phenomenes physiques et chimiques" at the age of 22. Parallels in 
academic interest can also be seen between brothers: while an associate professor of mathematics at 
Catholic University of Washington, D.C. (1895-8), Rene turned to the investigation of linguistic 
concerns - eventually publishing extensively on the development and establishment of an 
international language (primarily on Esperanto), and "proposing modified versions of already 
existing systems" (Koerner, 1973: 33). 
Another relative with whom striking intellectual and scholarly comparisons can be made is 
Ferdinand de Saussure's second cousin, Max van Berchem (1863-1921). Van Berchem is of 
relevance to the issue of possible influences on Saussure for several reasons, the least of which is a 
shared family and academic background. A noted Muslim scholar whose specialty was Arabic 
inscriptions (Louca, 1974-75), van Berchem's contributions to his field echo the impact of 
Saussure on linguistics (Louca, 1974-75). Support for the hypothesis proposed in this paper 
concerning the influence of family and academic background of Saussure's work is found in the 
juxtaposition of van Berchem's statement - "en histoire comme en biologie, les faits isoles ne sont 
rien en eux-memes; il faut les grouper pour en tirer les conclusions" (cited in Louca, p.21) - with 
the analogy offered by Saussure: "La valeur d'une forme est tout entiere dans la texte ou on la 
puise, c'est-a-dire dans !'ensemble des circonstances morphologiques, phonetiques, ortho­
graphiques qui l'entourent et l'eclairent" (cited in Louca, 1974-75: 2 1). 
On the basis of this comparison, a number of observations can be made: ( 1) the natural 
sciences are quite transparently the source of van Berchem's analogy; (2) van Berchem has 
consciously transferred this "scientific" approach to research in another domain; and (3) the marked 
similarity in theoretical perspective of both cousins in the face, it should be remembered, of the 
distinctly non-scientific, non-holistic orientation of contemporaries in each of their respective 
fields. Specifically, both van Berchem and Saussure emphasized the primacy of environment, or 
relationships between individual facts/forms, over the facts/forms themselves - whereas, for 
example, the Neogrammarians did not (Koerner, 1973). 
These observations indicate the influence of their shared family and academic background as 
the basis of their theoretical outlooks, albeit not necessarily of specific concepts or terminology. 
Parallels are evident in: ( 1) Saussure's and van Berchem's metatheoretical conceptualizations of 
models in which elements are defined by their relationships to each other, (2) their academic 
accomplishments (i.e., Berchem's Corpus inscriptionum arabicarum (1893) and Saussure's 
Memoire sur le systeme primitif des voyelles dans les langues indoeuropeenes (1878), and (3) 
their impact on their respective disciplines by producing comprehensive works which would define 
future research in their field as a result of an interdisciplinary (arguably) scientific approach to 
research. The following explanation was offered by one of their uncles (cited in Louca, 1974-75: 
20) to account for their revolutionary influence(s): 
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L'intervention de F. de Saussure et de M. van Berchem sur la scene des 
sciences humaines repercute, au fond, leur attitude audacieuse a l'egard des 
connaissances acquises. S'ils en depla9ent les barnes, s'ils refusent de 
considerer l'etat du savoir contemporain comme absolu, c'est qu'ils veulent y 
integrer toute la dimension historique, restee en dehors du circuit rituel des 
specialisations. 
It does appear then that, as Louca (p. 13) maintains, "la proche parente du sang et de la 
tradition farniliale s'ajoute une proche parente de formation et de disciplines". 
Although family influence will be argued to have had a formative role on Saussure's work, it 
should be noted that Saussure may be considered by virtue of his birth (if not personal 
acquaintance), a contemporary of among others, Sigmund Freud (1856-1 939) the founder of 
psychoanalysis, the sociologist Emile Durkheirn (1858-1917) to whom a number of scholars have 
attributed considerable influence on Saussure's work [see in Antel, 1985; Culler, 1976; Gadet, 1989; 
Hawkes, 1977; Koerner, 1973; Mouin, 1968], the linguists Franz Boas (1858-1942), Paul Passy 
(1859-1940), philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1 941), and Otto Jespersen (1860-1943) [all cited in 
Koerner, 1973: 21]. In addition, he is known to have corresponded with Adolphe Pictet (1799-
1875) [see Godel (1960 & 1969)], W. Dwight Whitney (1827-1894) [see Joseph (1988)], and 
Baudouin de Courtenay (Sljusareva, 1971-1972). However, without minimizing the influence any 
of these men may have had on their respective fields - and perhaps, on the shaping and/or defining 
of specific aspects of Saussure's work (i.e., terminology, discrete concepts), it will be shown in 
the discussion which follows that the basic foundations for Ferdinand de Saussure's theory of 
language may be seen to have been present in even his earliest work (at age fourteen and a half), 
lessening the liklihood of "outside influence". 
Geneva ... Leipzig ... Paris ... Geneva 
In order to bring into question the contention that Saussure's work primarily reflected "ideas 
that were in the air" (i.e., common knowledge among his academic contemporaries), it is necessary 
to provide evidence of the presence of (at least some aspects) his "unique" theoretical approach to 
linguistics and the study of language in work pre-dating any possible exposure to such "outside" 
influences. It is therefore interesting to note that in addition to the exposure to scientific and 
linguistic thought he would have experienced within his immediate family (i.e., his father, 
grandfather, uncles), by age fourteen and a half, Saussure, who had already read a number of 
chapters of family friend Adolphe Pictet's (1799-1875) work Origines indo-europeenes, ou les 
aryas primitifs, presented the author with his "Essai pour reduire les mots du grec, du latin et de 
!'allemand a un petit nombre de racines". According to Koerner (1973: 21), Pictet "praised him for 
his efforts, but warned him against such overambitious attempts, with the result that Saussure 
abandoned his ideas "sur tout systeme universe! du langage". In fact, the less-than-overwhelming 
response of Pictet may have had other more subtle side effects as well, from comments in his 
"Souvenirs" (see Godel, 1960). One may infer that Saussure's hesitancy in publishing on his 
discovery of the "nasal sonorants" (which pre-dated by several years the paper on that topic by his 
colleague at Leipzig University, Karl Brugmann) reflected hi8 youthful·concem over the reception 
of a theory which flew in the face of "accepted knowledge". Of course, one could also note that in 
actuality Saussure never did give up the search for a universal system of language. 
It would appear, however, that Pictet's polite dismissal of this paper has been perhaps overly 
harsh for several reasons. In his essay, the young Saussui:e postulated a nine root system (based 
on permutations of k, p, t, and a), underlying the three languages he then knew (Candaux, 1974-
1975; Saussure, 1978). What is particularly interesting, and relevant to our discussion of early 
evidence of Saussure's "structural/scientific/relational" theorizing, is the information that even in 
his very first work, Saussure coined a new terminology to express not the chronology of 
historical (or diachronic) change, but the distribution of sounds in context (i.e., a synchronic 
and system focus). As well, he shows signs of beginning to "grapple with the disappearance 
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Kurylowicz concludes (p. 9), 
Le merite principal de Saussure consiste surtout a renclre compte de la 
difference entre altemance phonetique ( ou pliltot phonologique) et le 
caractere morpho(no )logique de l'ablailt. 
As may be noted in the former quote, despite the obvious merit of the Memoire, it (initially) 
had little obvious impact on the field, primarily for two reasons: first, as even his greatest admirers 
admitted it was very difficult to read (Redard, 1 978); secondly, although his colleagues at Leipzig 
University (the Neogrammarians) acknowledged his work, they would not credit him the 
originality, and/or the depth, of his contribution - especially Osthoff who "carried on his polemics 
against Saussure and Hermann Moller" (Koerner, 1973: 26). 
After the publication of the Memoire, and perhaps, one might suggest, as a result of the less­
than-overwhelming reception of his book, Saussure left Leipzig to spend two semesters at Berlin 
University studying Sanskrit with Heinrich Zimmer and Hermann Oldenberg. It has been 
suggested by Joseph (1988) and others that during his stay in Berlin, Saussure met with the famous 
American linguist, Dwight Whitney (1827-1894), whose work Saussure greatly admired. As 
Whitney's book The Life and Growth of Language (1875) has been described as "being 
unusually rich in synchronic reflections" (Joseph, 1988), the meeting (if it indeed took place) could 
indeed have influenced Saussure's work. Nevertheless, as suggested earlier this hypothetical 
influence would in all probability have been felt at the level of borrowing of discrete concepts or 
simply nomenclature (i.e., the terms "synchronic" and "diachronic"), rather than influencing, or 
being the basis of, the entire theoretical model. 
Returning to Leipzig to take his doctoral examination (which he passed suma cum laude), 
Saussure presented his dissertation, "De l'emploi du genitif absolu en sanscrit". Although 
considered a learned work, the dissertation was received with considerably less enthusiasm then 
his previous work - primarily, because it dulled in comparison to the originality and scope of the 
Memoire (Koerner, 1973). After receiving his docto�ate, Saussure left Leipzig fqr Paris. 
In 1881, Saussure was appointed lecturer at the Ecole practique des Hautes Etudes where over 
the next nine years he would teach courses in Germanic languages (especially Gothic and Old High 
German), Sanskrit, Latin, Persian, and Lithuanian. His students included Antoine Meillet (1866-
1936), whose possible influence on the development of Saussure's terminology (as evidenced in 
the Coors) was noted earlier, Louis Duveau (1864-1903) who became his successor at Paris, Henri 
Georges Dottin (1 866-1946), Paul Passy (1859-1940), Paul Boyer (1864-1949), and Jean Psichari 
(1854-1 929) (Koerner, 1973). 
Koerner (p. 28) comments that Saussure "fascinated his students in his lectures, but he was not 
fully understood by any (of them, including Meillet)". It could be noted that this response is quite 
in concordance with the theory that Saussure's work was not simply a reflection of "ideas that 
were in the air". In other words, if the the material presented in his lectures had reflected "common 
knowledge" (as opposed to a radically different perspective), one would expect his well-prepared 
students to be able to follow with relative ease the lectures (i.e., if not from the teacher, then by 
reference to it elsewhere 'in the literature). 
· 
However, Saussure's students were not confronted with this dilemma for long. Offered a 
professorship of history and comparison of Indo-European languages (to become the chair of 
Sanskrit and Indo-European in 1896) at the University of Geneva in 1891, Saussure left Paris. 
Before he left, however, he received the "Croix de la Legion d'honneur a titre etranger" - an honor 
which he apparently only revealed to his students in 1908 on the occasion of their presenting him 
with a collection of papers in honor of the 30th anniversary of the Memoire (Koerner, 1973: 29). 
According to Culler (1976: 15), upon returning to Geneva, "(Saussure) married, fathered two 
sons, Raymond and Jacques (Saussure, 1978), travelled rarely, and seemed to be settling into a 
decent provincial obscurity". In fact this analysis is overly simplistic. Saussure continued to teach, 
albeit to students less prepared and (historically) less influential in the field (Koerner, 1973). He 
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("chute") of vowels and with the conditioning factors involving nasals- the basis of his treatise 
on Indo-European phonology, the Memoire sur le systeme primitif des voyelles dans les langues 
indo-europeennes (Saussure, 1978: 74). Thus, even in his earliest paper Saussure shows the seeds 
of many of his most potent legacies to modern linguistic study: the concepts and terminology he 
proposed (primarily in the Cours), which have continued to inform the field to the extent that it is 
often "impossible to discuss, (for example, synchronic versus diachronic study), without using 
Saussurean vocabulary" (Anderson, 1985: 1 8). 
At the age of 1 7, Saussure entered Geneva University to study physics and chemistry. 
However, he remained there only a year (which he described as a "annee perdue" - Saussure, 1960: 
20) having found he had already covered what was being presented in his courses. He later went to 
Leipzig University to study Indo-European languages. It is notable that by the time Saussure 
entered Leipzig University, he had already become a member of the Societe de Linguistique de 
Paris (on May 13, 1876), under whose auspices his first major paper was presented in 1877. In this 
paper, entitled "Essai d'une distinction des differents 'a' indo-europeens", he argued against the 
belief that the I-E vowel system was the same as that of Sanskrit (i.e., arguing against the belief the 
I-E had only three cardinal vowels). Furthermore, according to Koerner (1973: 22): 
In the concluding paragraph of this paper ... Saussure reported that he had 
found that the alternation k/c in the Indo-Aryan languages was caused by the 
presence or absence of an original Indo-European A which followed the 
consonant, thus making himself one of the discoverers of the "Law of Palatals". 
At Leipzig, Saussure made the acquaintance of the Neogrammarians (i.e., Verner, Brngmann, 
Osthoff, Sievers and Braune). In fact, it was during Saussure's first months at the University that 
Brugmann published a paper proposing the existence of nasals with syllabic function ("nasal 
sonorants") in Proto-Germanic (Culler, 1976; Godel, 1957; Koerner, 1973). Saussure was 
surprised and shocked [see Saussure, 1960] by the enthusiastic reception of Brugmaon's work, 
primarily because, as noted earlier, he had made this same observation while still in Geneva prior 
to entering the University of Geneva, at sixteen years of age (Godel, 1957; Koerner, 1973; 
Saussure, 1978). 
At the end of his fourth semester at Leipzig (1878), at age 21 ,  Ferdinand de Saussure published 
·his famous Memoire sur le systeme primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-europeenes 
(Saussure, l968b). In this seminal study, his systematic approach to the study of the vowel system 
in Indo-European enabled the prediction of the existence of what are now referred to as the 
laryngeals. In fact, Saussure "built up a theory of the root which was to serve a the basis for 
subsequent studies in IE morphology" (Koerner, 1973: 24). The Memoire also provides perhaps 
the most comprehensive example of Saussure's "structuralism", or his non-atomistic approach to 
language as a system. Koerner (p.24 - citing Leroy, 1967), explains the originality of this work: 
This was the pattern consonant + vowel + consonant (Type* ten-) which, as a result of the flexible 
system of alternations of vowels and sonants, cao take extremely varied forms, so that some that 
had hitherto been thought aberrant now found a rational explanation. Finally, confronted with the 
apparently insoluble case of alternations which, in e/o/zero (such as the Latin type feci/factus), 
Saussure imagined, for purely theoretical reasons, the existence in Indo-European of a phoneme 
(later called shwa) which had been an integral part of the very flexible system of sonaots but had 
disappeared in the historically attested languages. 
The following comment by Kurylowicz (1978: 9) further serves to illustrate the continued 
importance (and relevance) of the Memoire- especially to I-E phonology and phonetics, as well as 
emphasizing the differences between Saussure's theoretical positions and those of the 
Neogrammarians: 
A plusieurs egards, l'avis de Saussure concernant certaines questions de 
phonetiques I.- e. difrere de la doctrine neogrammairienne enseignee pendaot 
le demi-siecle suivant, mais s'accorde avec les opinions qui prevalent a present 
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taught courses on such topics as Sanskrit, Greek and Latin phonology and morphology, the 
history of the IE verb, various Greek dialects and inscriptions, studies of Homer, Gothic and 
various Germanic dialects, Lithuanian, ancient and modern geographic linguistics of Europe, an 
introduction to the objectives of linguistic geography, Germanic legends, and on the theory of the 
syllable. In addition, between 1906-1909, Saussure was actively involved in researching the 
possible existence of hidden anagrams and hypo grams in Saturnian Latin verse - a study which 
would extend to mediev.al and contemporary poetry and fill 140 notebooks (see Gadet, 1989; 
Culler, 1976; Koerner, 1973; Redard, l978a; Starobinski, 1971). 
Despite the fact his interest in hypograms would eventually die when his inquiry to a 
contemporary Latin poet concerning intentional hidden meanings in his verse was not answered 
(Gadet, 1989), this study, which apparently did not fit the image his followers preferred and only 
came to light with the publication of Starobinski's (1971) Les mots sur Ies mots, is of interest to 
our research as it suggests· the existence of- as Redard (l978a) refers to it - "deux Saussures" (and 
an interdisciplinary orientation). Of similar interest, and similarly ignored by "serious Saussurean 
scholars", is Saussure's work as a Sanskrit expert (Gadet; 1989) in the case of a clairvoyant, Mile 
Smith, purported to speak a Hindu language while in trance. In addition, Saussure also 
occasionally collaborated with his cousin, Max van Berchem, the arabic scholar. For example, van 
Berchem asked Saussure to develop a "terminology" with which he could categorize (and 
characterize) the arabic inscriptions which he wished to analyse geometrically. Saussure suggested 
the term "plexus" (Louca, 1974-1975: 24). Saussure in turn queried his cousin with respect to 
"'l'ossature' vocalique de la versification arabe" (Louca, 1974-1975: 25). 
It is this apparent willingness to pursue interests across disciplinary boundaries which must be 
considered key to both Saussure's and van Berchem's impact on their respective fields. This 
approach also appears to have been particularly characteristic of the older generation of their family 
(especially of Saussure's father, Henri - see Louca, 1974-75). Thus, it would appear that the 
probable origins of Saussure's "structuralism" may in fact be found in his early background in 
which a cross-disciplinary approach to the research in the sciences was the norm. Therefore, 
providing strong support for the possibility of the transference of a theoretical model, or paradigm 
(Kuhn, 1970) from one discipline (physical sciences) to others (lingnistics). 
Unfortunately, apparently struck by a severe case of graphophobia, Saussure would produce 
little in the way of publications after arriving in Geneva (Culler, 1976; Gadet, 1989; Koerner, 1973). 
Although this dearth of original material is problematic for confirmation of the proposed 
hypotheses presented in this paper, evidence for Saussure's relational/scientific model of language 
can still be deduced from the "re-constructed" posthumous Cours de Iinguistique generale. 
Unfortunately, this issue is beyond the scope of this version of this paper. 
A number of theories have been advanced to explain his "academic paralysis", including 
suggestions of disgust with lack of vision of his fellow linguists (illustrated in his letter to Meillet, 
cited below), or claims that Saussure fell victim to his own perfectionism. General consensus 
appears to be that Saussure was not able to resolve to his satisfaction, or to the degree of 
comprehensiveness of the Memoire, all aspects of a general theory of language - not a new 
problem for him, as noted earlier, this was the basis of his first essay on language (Koerner, 1973). 
In an often quoted letter to his former student Antoine Meillet (cited in Gadet, 1989: 19), Saussure 
comments: 
But I am heartly sick of it all and of the general difficulty of writing even 
ten lines of common sense on linguistic matter. For a long time I have been 
particularly concerned with classifying linguistic facts and the viewpoints from 
which we treat hem. And I am more and more aware both of the enormous amount 
of work necessary to show the linguist what he is doing, by reducing each 
operation to its appropriate category, and of the ultimate futility of what can be 
accomplished in linguistics ... The utter inadequacy of current terminology, the 
necessity of reforming it and, in order to do that, of demonstrating what sort of 
object language [langue] is, continually spoils my pleasure in philology, even 
though I have no dearer wish than not to have to concern myself with the nature of 
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language in general. Reluctant as I may be, this will result in a book in which I shall 
explain, without passion and without enthusiasm, why there is not a single term in use 
in contemporary linguistics which has the slightest meaning to me. Only then, I 
confess, shall I be able to resume my work where I left off. 
Needless to say, Saussure never wrote this book. In fact, if not for the efforts of two of his 
collegues and former students, Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye, who took it upon themselves 
to publish his insightful and revolutionary teachings in the Cours de Iinguistique generate these 
ideas would probably have died with Ferdinand de Saussure in 1913. 
Conclusions: Saussure & the Scientization of Linguistics 
Many biographers of Ferdinand de Saussure, while noting that his family had a history of 
activity in the sciences, either do not provide details, or if they do, offer incorrect information (i.e., 
Anderson, 1985). Furthermore, although many include fleeting references to Saussure's own pure 
science training, often it is only to emphasize his preference for linguistic study (i.e., Culler, 1976: 
13). In fact, few save Koerner (1973), who actually draws a strong connection to the work of 
Whitney, even comment on the proximity and strength of Ferdinand de Saussure's connection to 
(or knowledge of) the systematic rigor of the scientific method via his home environment, family 
tradition, and own early academic training in physics and chemistry. Yet the probability of this 
background influencing, or even forming the basis for, his "revolutionary" approach to the study 
of language and linguistics is considered significant It is thus ironic that Saussure is more likely to 
be accused by historical linguists, and/or historians of linguistics, of borrowing from the 
sociological precepts of contemporary Emile Durkheirn (a claim which has only recently been 
challenged as having little basis in fact), than be recognized as a practitioner of a long standing 
tradition of research methodology (ie. working with defined terms, and assuming the need for 
predictive theories), who happened to have transferred these techniques to a different, more 
psychological phenomenon - and set in motion a revolution. 
It was suggested that not only was his scientific approach to language apparent in his 
monumental treatise Memoire sur le systeme primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo­
europeennes (1878) and the posthumous Cours de linguistique generale (1916)- but there is also 
evidence for such a holistic, or relational theory in the "Essai pour reduire les mots du grec, du 
latin & de l'allemand a un petit nombre de racines" (1882), written when Saussure was only 
fourteen and a half years old (Candaux, 1974-75; Koerner, 1973; Saussure, 1960, 1978). Given the 
importance of the Memoire to the subsequent development of the field of Indo-European 
phonology, and of the Cours to the fields of General Linguistics, acoustics, phonetics, semiology, 
philology and literary criticism (which was greatly influenced by it's interpretation of 
"structuralism"), the influence of science on the development of "Saussurean" thought must be 
acknowledged. 
On the basis of all of the evidence presented in this paper, it appears that the "structuralism" of 
Ferdinand de Saussure be better characterized as the "scientization of linguistics": as the result of a 
lateral paradigm shift (Kuhn, 1970) from the natural sciences to the science of language. 
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